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The Persian Revolution of 1905?1909

The Persian Revolution of 1905?1909 stands as a pivotal chapter in Iran?s modern history, marking
the transition from absolute monarchical rule to constitutional governance. This revolutionary
movement was driven by widespread social, political, and economic discontent among various strata
of Iranian society, seeking to curb autocratic power, establish a parliamentary system, and secure
civil liberties. Understanding this revolution involves exploring its causes, key events, major figures,
and lasting impacts on Iran?s political landscape.

Background and Causes of the Persian Revolution

The roots of the Persian Revolution of 1905?1909 can be traced to multiple intertwined factors that
created a fertile ground for upheaval:

Economic Hardship and Foreign Domination

- Economic Struggles: Iran faced severe economic difficulties due to mismanagement, corruption,
and heavy taxation. The revenue generated from Iran?s vast natural resources, particularly oil, was
largely exploited by foreign powers, leaving the Iranian populace impoverished.

- Foreign Influence: Imperial powers, especially Russia and Britain, exerted significant control
over Iran?s political and economic affairs. The 19th-century treaties, such as the Anglo-Russian
Convention of 1907, effectively divided Iran into spheres of influence, undermining sovereignty.

Political Repression and Lack of Civil Liberties

- The Qajar dynasty?s autocratic rule suppressed dissent and limited political participation. The
absence of a constitutional framework meant that monarchs wielded unchecked power, often
resorting to violence and censorship to maintain control.

Rise of Nationalism and Intellectual Movements

- Iranian intellectuals, clerics, and emerging political groups began advocating for modernization,
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reform, and national sovereignty. Publications and secret societies fostered revolutionary ideas and
mobilized public opinion against tyranny.

Immediate Triggers

- The 1905 economic crisis, coupled with a series of political scandals involving foreign influence
and corruption, ignited widespread protests.

- The death of Mozaffar ad-Din Shah Qajar in 1907 and the accession of his son, Mohammad Ali
Shah, who was more autocratic, intensified frustrations among reformists.

The Course of the Revolution

The revolution unfolded over several tumultuous years, characterized by mass protests, political
negotiations, and armed conflict.

Formation of the Constitutional Movement

- The movement for constitutionalism gained momentum among intellectuals, clerics, merchants,
and students.

- The establishment of secret societies and newspapers disseminated revolutionary ideas.
- A key milestone was the convening of the first Iranian parliament, the Majlis, after the issuance

of the Persian Constitution of 1906.

The Persian Constitutional Revolution (1906)

- Declaration of the Constitution: In August 1906, Shah Mozaffar ad-Din Shah signed the
constitution, establishing a parliamentary system and limiting royal authority.

- The Role of Key Figures:
- Seyyed Abdollah Behbahani: A prominent cleric advocating for constitutional rights.
- Sultan Ahmad Shah: The young monarch who initially opposed reforms but was eventually

compelled to accept parliamentary governance.
- Mirza Nasrullah Khan: A reform-minded prime minister instrumental in drafting the constitution.

The Struggle Against Mohammad Ali Shah?s Autocracy

- In 1907, Mohammad Ali Shah, opposed to constitutionalism, attempted to dissolve the
parliament and restore absolute monarchy.
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- His crackdown included military interventions, censorship, and the imprisonment of reformists.
- The revolutionaries responded with armed resistance; notable events include the Siege of the

Majlis and the support of constitutionalists by local militia.

Revolutionary Escalation and Foreign Involvement

- The conflict drew in foreign powers, with Russia and Britain often supporting the Shah?s
autocratic efforts to maintain influence.

- However, internal resistance persisted, with constitutionalists gaining ground in urban centers
like Tehran, Tabriz, and Rasht.

The Fall of Mohammad Ali Shah and Restoration of the Constitution

- In 1908, constitutionalists orchestrated a coup, leading to Mohammad Ali Shah?s abdication
and exile.

- His son, Ahmad Shah Qajar, ascended to the throne amid ongoing political turbulence.
- The constitutionalist movement solidified, leading to the re-establishment of parliament and civil

liberties.

Key Figures and Groups in the Revolution

Understanding the revolution involves recognizing the roles of influential personalities and factions:

- Seyyed Abdollah Behbahani: A leading cleric advocating for constitutional rights and religious
legitimacy for reforms.

- Mirza Nasrullah Khan: Prime Minister who played a significant role in drafting and
implementing the constitution.

- Sultan Ahmad Shah: Monarch initially resistant to reforms, later compelled to accept
constitutional limits.

- Revolutionary Militias and Societies: Groups like the Society of the Patriots and local militias
organized resistance against autocratic attempts to regain power.

Impacts and Legacy of the Persian Revolution

The revolution?s consequences shaped Iran?s subsequent political development profoundly.

Establishment of a Constitutional Framework
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- The 1906 Constitution laid the foundation for parliamentary democracy, civil rights, and legal
reforms.

- It established the Majlis as a legislative authority, limiting the Shah?s absolute power.

Challenges to Sovereignty and Foreign Intervention

- Despite constitutional gains, foreign influence persisted, with Russia and Britain continuing to
exert control over Iran?s resources and political decisions.

- The constitutional revolution inspired future generations of Iranian nationalists and reformers.

Impact on Iranian Society and Politics

- The revolution empowered civil society, intellectuals, and clerics to participate in governance.
- It fostered a sense of national identity and resistance to foreign domination.

Long-term Consequences

- The constitutional movement set a precedent for subsequent political upheavals, including the
1953 coup and the 1979 Islamic Revolution.

- It highlighted the importance of constitutional law and civil liberties in Iran?s political evolution.

Conclusion

The Persian Revolution of 1905?1909 was a landmark event that challenged centuries of autocratic
rule, introduced constitutional governance, and ignited a wave of political activism in Iran. Though it
faced setbacks, including foreign interference and internal opposition, the revolution achieved
significant milestones in establishing civil liberties and parliamentary institutions. Its legacy endures
as a testament to Iranians? quest for sovereignty, justice, and modernization. Understanding this
revolution provides crucial insights into Iran?s ongoing political trajectory and the enduring struggle
for democratic governance.
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The Persian Revolution of 1905?1909 marked a pivotal turning point in Iran's modern history,
signaling a profound shift from autocratic rule towards constitutional governance. This revolutionary
period, driven by widespread social, political, and economic discontent, ultimately led to the
establishment of Iran?s first constitutional government and a redefinition of the nation?s political
landscape. Spanning over four years, the revolution was characterized by mass protests, political
upheavals, and a struggle for sovereignty against internal and external pressures. Its legacy
continues to influence Iran?s political evolution to this day, making it one of the most significant
moments in the country's modern history.

Background and Causes of the Revolution

Understanding the Persian Revolution requires contextualizing the social, political, and economic
conditions of early 20th-century Iran. Several interconnected factors set the stage for this upheaval.

Political Autocracy and Dissatisfaction

Iran was under the autocratic rule of the Qajar dynasty, with Mohammad Ali Shah Qajar assuming
the throne in 1907. The monarchy?s absolute power, coupled with widespread corruption,
repression, and inability to address national issues, bred discontent among diverse social classes.
The lack of political representation and civil liberties fueled demands for reform.

Foreign Influence and Economic Exploitation

The presence and influence of foreign powers, especially Russia and Britain, compounded domestic
frustrations. Iran?s strategic location and rich resources, particularly oil, became zones of
competition. Foreign treaties often favored external interests at the expense of Iranian sovereignty,
leading to economic exploitation and a sense of national humiliation.

Economic Hardships and Social Inequality

Economic decline, coupled with high taxes and land dispossession affecting peasants and artisans,
widened social disparities. Urban middle classes and intellectuals grew increasingly restless,
seeking a voice in governance and economic reform.

Rise of Nationalist and Reformist Movements
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A burgeoning nationalist consciousness, inspired by European constitutional movements and
enlightenment ideas, fostered demands for political participation, civil liberties, and sovereignty. Key
figures like Seyyed Abdollah Behbahani and Mirza Malkam Khan championed constitutional ideas,
setting the ideological groundwork for the revolution.

The Outbreak of the Revolution

The revolution formally ignited in 1905, driven by a confluence of protests, strikes, and political
activism.

The Tobacco Protest of 1891-1892: A Prelude

While predating the 1905 revolution, the Tobacco Protest was an early sign of resistance, where
merchants and clerics united against a concession granted to Britain by Nasir al-Din Shah. This
successful protest demonstrated the power of unified civil disobedience and set a precedent for
future uprisings.

The 1905 Revolution Begins

In 1905, widespread unrest erupted in response to the oppressive policies of Mohammad Ali
Shah?s father, Mozzafar al-Din Shah. The immediate trigger was economic hardship and the desire
for constitutional rule. Urban intellectuals, merchants, clergy, and students organized protests,
strikes, and demonstrations.

The Role of the Clergy

Religious leaders, particularly clerics like Sheikh Fazlollah Nouri and others, played a crucial role in
mobilizing popular support, framing the movement within Islamic principles, and demanding justice
and autonomy.

The Formation of the Constituent Assembly

In 1906, pressure from revolutionary groups and civil society led to the convening of the
constitutional assembly (Majlis), which aimed to establish a constitutional framework for governance
and limit royal authority.

Key Events of the Revolution

The revolution unfolded through a series of pivotal events that shaped its trajectory.

Declaration of the Constitution
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On December 30, 1906, the Persian constitution was promulgated, establishing the principle of rule
of law, parliamentary representation, and civil rights. This was a historic milestone, marking Iran?s
first steps toward constitutional democracy.

The Siege of the Majlis

In 1908, Mohammad Ali Shah Qajar, opposed to constitutional limitations, attempted to dissolve the
Majlis and reassert autocratic control. He resorted to military force, besieging parliament and
incarcerating reformist leaders. This marked a turning point, as the revolution entered a phase of
violent confrontation.

The Coup and Abolition of the Constitution

In 1908, with the backing of foreign powers, Mohammad Ali Shah staged a coup, dissolving the
parliament and suspending the constitution. This period, known as the "Dark Days," saw repression
and suppression of reformists.

The Resistance and Restoration

Despite repression, the movement persisted. The constitutionalists, with support from
constitutionalist volunteers and foreign allies, continued resistance, leading to the Shah?s abdication
in 1909 and the restoration of the constitution.

Outcomes and Significance of the Revolution

The Persian Revolution of 1905?1909 had profound consequences for Iran?s political, social, and
international landscape.

Establishment of Constitutional Rule

The revolution successfully limited royal power and established the first constitutional government in
Iran. It introduced parliamentary democracy, civil liberties, and legal reforms, which remained
foundational for future governance.

Weakening of Autocratic Authority

Although the monarchy regained some authority post-revolution, the events marked the beginning of
a gradual decline of absolute monarchy and increased political activism among Iranians.

Rise of Nationalism and Modern Political Movements
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The revolution fostered a sense of national identity and inspired subsequent political movements
advocating for independence, modernization, and reform.

Foreign Influence and Intervention

Foreign powers continued to influence Iran?s political affairs, often counteracting reform efforts,
which underscored the challenges of sovereignty and independence.

Long-term Challenges

Despite initial successes, many of the revolution?s gains were rolled back in the subsequent
decades, leading to ongoing political instability and social unrest.

Pros and Cons of the Persian Revolution

Pros:

- Established Iran?s first constitutional government, introducing parliamentary democracy.
- Enhanced civil liberties and legal reforms.
- Reduced arbitrary royal authority and promoted rule of law.
- Inspired future nationalist and reformist movements.
- Strengthened civil society and political activism.

Cons:

- The revolution was marred by violence, repression, and internal conflicts.
- The Shah?s temporary return to autocratic rule after 1909 undermined initial gains.
- External foreign influence continued to interfere in Iran?s internal affairs.
- Many reforms remained superficial or were rolled back, leading to ongoing instability.
- Class and social inequalities persisted despite constitutional reforms.

Legacy of the Revolution

The Persian Revolution of 1905?1909 laid the groundwork for Iran?s ongoing political evolution. It
demonstrated the potential of popular mobilization and constitutionalism to challenge autocratic
regimes. While many of its immediate achievements were fragile and short-lived, its influence
persisted, inspiring future generations to pursue reforms, sovereignty, and national identity. The
revolution is remembered as a critical juncture that challenged traditional authority and opened
pathways toward modern political institutions, even as Iran grappled with subsequent upheavals and
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authoritarian tendencies.

In conclusion, the Persian Revolution of 1905?1909 remains a landmark event that embodies the
complex interplay of internal aspirations and external pressures shaping Iran?s modern history. Its
successes and failures continue to inform discussions on governance, national sovereignty, and civil
rights in Iran and beyond.
 

 QuestionAnswer What were the main causes of the Persian Revolution of 1905-1909? The
revolution was primarily driven by widespread dissatisfaction with autocratic rule, economic
hardship, foreign influence and interference, and demands for political reform, constitutional
governance, and social justice. How did the Persian Constitutional Revolution impact Iran's political
system? It led to the establishment of the first constitutional government, the creation of a
parliament (Majles), and the limitation of absolute monarchy, marking a significant shift toward
modern political governance in Iran. Who were the key figures involved in the Persian Revolution of
1905-1909? Notable figures included Muhammad Ali Shah Qajar, who initially opposed the
revolution; constitutionalists like Sattar Khan and Bagher Khan; and reformists such as Mirza
Malkam Khan, who advocated for modernization and constitutionalism. What role did foreign powers
play during the Persian Revolution? Foreign powers, especially Russia and Britain, exerted
considerable influence, supporting or opposing various factions to protect their interests, often
intervening militarily or politically to sway the revolution's outcome. What was the significance of the
Persian Constitution of 1906? It established the framework for a constitutional monarchy,
guaranteed civil liberties, and created a parliamentary system, which collectively marked a move
toward modern statehood and limited monarchical authority. How did the Persian Revolution of
1905-1909 influence later political developments in Iran? The revolution set the stage for future
political activism, constitutional movements, and struggles for democracy, although subsequent
periods saw setbacks; it remains a foundational event in Iran's modern political history. What
challenges did the newly formed constitutional government face after the revolution? Challenges
included internal political factions, opposition from the monarchy, foreign interference, economic
difficulties, and social unrest, which often hindered the implementation of reforms. How did the
Persian Revolution of 1905-1909 affect Iranian society and culture? It fostered a sense of national
identity, promoted political awareness, and encouraged the growth of press, education, and civil
society, contributing to the modernization of Iranian society. Why is the Persian Revolution of
1905-1909 considered a pivotal event in Iran's history? Because it marked the end of absolute
monarchy, introduced constitutional governance, and initiated a long-term process of political and
social reform that shaped Iran's modern identity and state structure. 
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